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ABSTRACT
USING LITERATURE CIRCLES TO TEACH
COMPREHENSION STRATEGIES
TO LOW-ACHIEVING MIDDLE SCHOOL READERS
by
Rachel Grace Gossett
July, 2003
Discussion is an integral part of our society and a natural way for students to
learn. When discussion is brought into the classroom, students are able to use their
background knowledge to create their own meaning and take their thinking to a higher
level. Because of these attributes, discussion of reading material in the classroom leads to
a greater comprehension of what was read and opens more doors for learning more
strategies to increase reading ability. The teacher's role changes from being the one with
all of the answers to a member of the group looking for the meaning. Teachers are able to
achieve this through both a whole class setting, with instructional conversation, and a
small group level, with literature discussion groups. The purpose of this project was to
develop a handbook for teachers to teach comprehension strategies while using literature
circles with low-achieving middle school readers.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction
Overview

It is especially important to motivate middle school students; it also happens to be
one of the most difficult times in their lives to motivate them. In elementary school,
students strive toward pleasing the adults in their lives. In high school, students are
motivated by their future goal (Knowles & Brown, 2000).
At the middle school level, students are becoming independent of their parents
and relying heavily on approval from their peers. Future goals may seem too far away for
them to be motivation factors in day-to-day schoolwork. Literature circles meet the
unique needs of middle school students. Middle school students need some control over
their learning materials, a purpose for what they are doing, the chance to make
connections, the opportunities to make decisions, time for social interaction and adult
relationships away from home. Literature circles provide choice in reading material as
well as choice in writing topics and extension projects. They give real purposes for
reading and writing as well as giving students the opportunity to make connections across
materials they are using and subjects they are studying in school. The students also have
the opportunity to make connections with their peers and teachers while discussing and
collaborating as a cons!ant part of their learning (Hill, Schlick Noe, King, 2003).
Statement of the Problem

Students who struggle with reading at the middle school level also struggle with
their other classes because many of the classes rely on the students' knowledge and
ability to read their textbooks. When their ability does not coincide with their grade level
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they quickly fall behind. They become discouraged and many of them hate reading
(Knowles & Brown, 2000).
Many of these students qualify for Title I or Learning Assistance Program (LAP)
reading services. They are in Title I/LAP class because when they are tested they are at
the bottom of a rank order list. They are students who fall in the gap between reading at
grade level and qualifying for special education services. The hope is that with an extra
hour ofreading help every day these students will improve their reading skill, therefore
making them more successful students.
Unfortunately, many of the students in Title I/LAP services have repeatedly failed
with reading and are unwilling to take risks to improve their reading abilities (Knowles &
Brown, 2000). They have decided that they hate reading and will not participate.
Therefore, these students need a class where they have motivating material that they can
successfully comprehend.

Purpose of this Project
The purpose of this project was to develop a handbook on the use ofliterature
circles including mini-lessons, to improve struggling readers' comprehension level while
reading. It was specifically designed for sixth and seventh grade students in LAP services
at Sultan Middle School.

Significance of This Study
All students have the capability to learn and achieve in the classroom, although
some struggle more than others. Sultan Middle School has a high rate of struggling
readers because it is a rural area with a high poverty level. It has students that come from
many diverse and difficult family circumstances where an emphasis is not necessarily
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placed on schoolwork. For a variety of reasons, these students have failed to gain the
skills necessary to make them successful readers and thus successful in the classroom.
Traditionally students who have needed help in reading are pulled out of another
class for a short amount of time two to three times a week. Teachers have used skill based
reading instruction with phonics and work sheets. The students at Sultan have reading as
a scheduled class every day for fifty-two minutes. They are held accountable for their
grades and their attendance. This appropriation of time as well as providing students with
interesting age and level appropriate curriculum, may enable students to improve their
reading skill.
Adapting a curriculum that includes literature circles to work on comprehension
levels will interest students and motivate them to read and increase their reading levels.
This may enable students to become more active learners and to make educated decisions
about their future.
Limitations
This project was designed for the sixth and seventh grade Title I/LAP reading
classes as Sultan Middle School. These classes extended over the course of two years and
were scheduled instead of a regular elective in the students' schedule.
Definition of Terms
For the purpose of this project, the following terms are defined:
Literature Based Reading Program: A reading program using young adult literature as
the basis for reading instruction (Moore, Alvermann, & Hinchman, 2000).
Skills Based Reading Program: A reading program teaching isolated skills out of context
for reading instruction (Moore, et al., 2000).
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Comprehension Strategy: an intentional plan that readers use to help themselves make

sense of their reading (Tovani, 2000).
Literature Circle: small, peer-led discussion groups whose members have chosen to read

the same story, poem, article or book (Daniels, 2002).
Overview of the Project

This project was created out of the need for materials to use with struggling
adolescent readers that were authentic and still provided the skills the students needed to
grow as readers. In this project, chapter one reviews the statement of the problem, the
purpose of this project, the significance ofthis study, and the limitations. Chapter two
reviews the current literature that supports this project. Chapter three reviews the need for
this project and how it was implemented in the classroom. Chapter four is the handbook,
with a guide on how literature circles should be started with struggling readers and the
comprehension strategies that can be infused with them to increase their reading skills
while keeping them motivated. Chapter five is an overview of the author's
recommendations and suggestions.

CHAPTER TWO
Review of Literature

Overview
The purpose of this project was to develop a handbook, which provides ideas for
increasing comprehension strategies oflow-achieving middle school readers using a
literature and discussion based curriculum. It includes, literature-based pre-reading,
reading and post-reading activities combined with literature circles to help students
improve their reading level. This guide can be used by general and remedial educators to
increase the effectiveness of their middle school reading programs for students who
struggle with reading.
The majority of today's reading classrooms have students sitting quietly reading
from the same book and answering the same questions that were derived from what the
teacher perceived as the correct meaning of the text. When students do talk, they are
disciplined for not working and for creating a disruption. For some students, literature is
still viewed more as information to be memorized and tested rather than enjoyed,
appreciated and thoughtfully understood (Langer, 1994; Pressley, 2002).
This occurs even though talking is one of the most natural interactions in our
society. We learn to talk and communicate with others at an early age, and continue to
learn variations of communication throughout our lives. Humans are social beings and
learn best when they are able to use this to their advantage in the classroom (Golden,
1986).
Instead of being a place where the teacher lectures or a silent classroom, where
knowledge is imparted to the students for them to memorize, a classroom should be a
place that involves the students in their learning. Students need to be able to think,
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reason, comprehend, and understand important ideas (Goldenberg, 1992/1993). To
involve students in the classroom, they need to be able to talk about what they are
learning and discuss with each other what they read. Through this process, they are able
to connect the literature to their lives and make their own meaning about what is read
(Daniels, 2002). True comprehension goes beyond literal understanding; it involves
readers using their own personal thoughts, knowledge, and experiences to interact with
text.
The most popular way of achieving this goal is through discussion groups. These
come in many designs and are called many different names, but they all achieve the same
goal of getting students to delve into the literature they are reading; to go beyond the facts
and knowledge traditionally asked for in comprehension questions; and think about the
deeper meaning of the text (Daniels, 2002).
The organization ofthis chapter is based around how discussion and
comprehension are naturally combined in literature circles and how this benefits teacher
and students in the classroom while developing students reading skills. Subheadings
include Discussion in the Classroom, Comprehension, Student Benefits, Developing
Discussion Skills, Teacher Role, Linking Personal Experience and Comprehension and
Literature Circles and Other Literature Discussion Groups.
Discussion in the Classroom

Discussion is an important communication tool in our society. We use it in so
many ways that we need to be proficient in the use of it, yet it is often neglected in the
classroom. It is the basis of oral language work in the middle school years and is one of
the only alternatives to straight lecture. Dialogue with others is a natural way for children
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to organize and reflect on their thinking. Cognitive growth happens in the interaction
between a learner and an expert and interaction involves dialogue or some other form of
communication (Tiballi & Drake, 1993). Thus, student talk is not only an essential part of
learning, but provides a window oflearning into student progress. Promoting students'
verbal interaction can promote their learning. Problem solving in collaboration with peers
enables children to expand their understanding and learning because it occurs in the zone
of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978).
Many teachers think they are having discussions in their classroom, when really
they are not. Fillion (1981) was struck by how often his literature classes sounded like
inquisitions rather than real discussions. Almost all of children's experiences today are in
this inquisition mode.
There is a difference between classroom discussion and classroom recitation.
Classroom recitation involves children reciting facts and skills for teachers who lecture
and ask specific fact questions. This is especially true in lower-income minority
classrooms. The perception is that these students require frequent drill, review, and
redundancy in order to progress academically (Goldenberg, 1992/1993).
A discussion is different from a recitation on at least three different
criteria. First, the participants in the discussion must present multiple points of
view and then be ready to change their minds after hearing convincing
counterarguments. Second, the students must interact with one another as well as
with the teacher. Last, a majority of the verbal interactions especially those
resulting from questions that solicit student opinion must be longer than the
typical two or three word phrases found in recitations (Alvermarm, 1991 ).
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Discussion refers to interactive events in which individuals collaboratively
construct meaning or consider alternate interpretations of the text in order to arrive at new
understandings. Thus, discussion supposes cognitive engagement to the extent that the
participants are actively reciting answers to questions that may not be personally
meaningful (Ahnansi, McKeown & Beck, 1996). Thayer (1928) wrote:
The give and take of class discussion helps test conclusions and generates ideas
that would otherwise remain unborn. They are invaluable for opening up new
territories for exploration [and] revealing the need of more intensive cultivation of
ground already broken. (p.320)
Students are seen as being positively engaged when they are able to regulate their
attention and effort, relate new information to existing knowledge, and monitor their
comprehension (Almasi, et al., 1996).
Children often gather in groups to discuss the story, but the discussion usually
consists of the teacher asking the questions while the children attempt to answer them.
Their comprehension of the story is judged by how closely their answers match those in
the textbook (Eeds & Wells, 1989). Among many other skills, used in the classroom,
discussion can develop higher level reading skills.
Even though verbal interaction promotes learning, many students are still kept
silently working. Student silence is detrimental to students on more than one account.
The one speaker at a time ideal, which is still dominant in classrooms, relegates nonspeakers to the listener category, but students who are not speaking are not necessarily
listening. Students who can be relied on to contribute to the lesson's progression tend to
talk more and more, while others may talk less and less on academic topics, unless
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teachers work hard to make certain that every student participates. Toe silence norm
represents diminished opportunities for students to develop the linguistic knowledge
necessary to successful lesson participation. Thus, silence perpetuates itself (Adger,
Kalyanpur, Peterson, & Bridger, 1995). These students need the chance to express
themselves, in a non-threatening environment, to learn to talk, and form new ideas.
Although educators have been talking about this type of education for millennia, it seems
to be talked about more than done. Unfortunately, classroom discussions are not only
noted for their attributes, but also for their rarity (Pressley & Affierblach, 1995).

Comprehension
It is important to understand that the reading comprehension curriculum that
exists in American schools today was built from the strong behavioral and task-analytic
notions about learning that prevailed throughout the early and middle parts of this
century. Reading was divided into learning two sets of skills, decoding and
comprehension. The comprehension subskills were tasks such as predicting and finding
the main idea of the story. It was believed that reading could be improved by teaching
students each of the necessary subskills to a level of mastery. Over the last 20 years,
research in reading has resulted in new understanding of the reading process and a
different view of what is important to teach. It is a far more complex process than
originally thought and not a set of subskills to be mastered. Comprehension is now
viewed as part of the interactive process of reading and a constructive process. All
readers use their existing knowledge and a range of cues from the text to build a model of
meaning from the text (Dole, Duffy, Roehler, & Pearson, 1991).
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When using their existing knowledge, students call upon on two different types
of reading. Rosenblatt (1982) described these two different types of reading as efferent
and aesthetic. Efferent reading is reading for what one can take away and use, perhaps to
pass a test. In efferent reading, the reader's attention is focused primarily on what will
remain after reading. The contrast to this is aesthetic reading. Aesthetic reading is when
the reader's attention is centered directly on what he is living through during his
relationship with that particular text.
What the reader lives through while he/she is reading the text will vary because,
in Rosenblatt's view, reading is a transaction; the reader both brings meaning to and takes
meaning from the text while reading. Although every one in the class may be reading the
same text, they are all making their own meaning with a different interpretation of the
text. The idea that there can be more than one meaning for any text is in direct conflict
with the inquisition model used in many classrooms. Many researchers have concluded
that the cognitive processes most necessary for deep level understanding occur only
through interaction with other people (Vygotsky, 1978).
Engagement during reading means sustained personal commitment to creating
understanding while one reads. Students are more likely to become cognitively engaged
during academic tasks when they believe they are capable, when they are motivated to
learn because of the intrinsic value of a task, and when they believe that their schoolwork
is interesting and important (Wiencek, 1996).
Students and teachers become cognitively engaged as various interpretive tools
are used to construct meaning from the text. Interpretive tools are strategies that students
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use during their individual interactions with the text as they attempt to make meaning
from it. (Almasi, et al., 1996).
Independent reading is directly proportional to reading comprehension and
overall reading achievement. As students explore quality characters' actions, they
identify with these characters' tensions and triumphs. When reading books with specific
themes, students become aware of truths about those themes. As students interact with
stylistic literature, they begin to understand the author's craft (Pressley, El-Dinary,
Gaskins, Schuder, Bergman & Almasi, 1992).
Comprehension instruction involves teaching children the strategies that
efficient readers use. These strategies may include, predicting, questioning, visualizing,
clarifying, inferring using prior knowledge, interpreting, and summarizing. Children learn
these strategies while participating in intelligent discussions (Pressley, 1998).

Student Benefits
Students realize many benefits when true discussion is used in a classroom.
Rosenblatt (1982) stated that one benefit is through the reader response theory. Through
interchanges with others, a reader can discover how people bringing various
temperaments, different literary and life experiences, to the text have engaged in very
different transactions with it. Sometimes, the give-and-take may lead to a general
increase in insight and even to a consensus. The reader brings the text to life with his/her
prior experiences. Therefore, the text is no longer a book of facts simply to be retold; it
captures the reader's imagination as well. This theory encompasses all interpretations of
the text. Rosenblatt (1982) parallels reading a text with an art form, stimulating the
reader's imagination, and suspending reality while submerged in the text. She stated:
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The capacity of the human beings to evoke images of things or events not
present, and even never experienced, or which may never have existed, is
undoubtedly an important element in art ... yet this imagination capacity is not
limited to art but is basic to any kind of verbal communication (p. 32).
Rosenblatt (1982) emphasized the importance of using communication in
understanding a text and giving readers an outlet to express their personal reactions to the
text whether oral or written. When answering open-ended questions elementary students
expressed metacognitive awareness, realizing the influence of the community upon their
own reading/thinking processes and recognizing that reading is a social act of
constructing meaning. They noted that collaboration is accomplished through listening,
clarifying, and supporting for the benefit of all participants (Finke &Edwards, 1997).
Ideas can come to life and understanding of different perspectives can only be discussed,
not taught.
Through discussion, students begin to gradually internalize some of the
interpretive strategies that are associated with higher levels of cognitive thinking.
Students learn how to raise uncertainties, explain and justify their positions, seek
information to resolve their uncertainties, and see alternative points of view. Their
discourse becomes more complex and they learn to respond in a variety of ways (Heath,
1986). Students develop better socially and emotionally during social interactions. They
learn to assume a variety of roles within a discussion, come to believe that they can
control their own learning, increase their self-esteem, and they develop positive attitudes
and friendships among classmates of diverse cultures. Affective benefits include
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students' enjoyment ofliterature, greater aesthetic responses to literature, and selfdiscovery as learners and as individuals (Heath, 1983).
Students need time to share responses and to appreciate spontaneous responses.
Although individual readers can construct their own meaning, meaning derived within a
group has even more impact. In a group, readers not only share their insights, but they
must convince others that these ideas are relevant. Extended discussions occur as readers
support their opinions and use the arguments of others to clarify and deepen
understandings (Rosenblatt, 1982).
Students are also able to become more effective writers through discussion
groups. Talking about what they have read moves students' writing forward. Discussion
groups provide a prompt for students' writing because it gives them the chance to reflect
orally on their reaction to the story. By hearing other students' reflections they can gain a
sense of new perspectives and incorporate other ideas into their thinking and then their
writing. Discussing literature enables students to take various avenues of ideas in their
writing that otherwise might not have been included (Wollman-Bonilla, 1994).
Students also benefit from discussion groups because they help build community
among students; they see each other as readers, writers, learners, and most of all humans.
What students learn in these conversations about books is not just new information, but a
new way of thinking about and organizing information (Holt & Bell, 2000).

Developing Discussion Skills
Even though students acquire communications skills at an early age, their
discussion skills for the classroom need to be developed. This can be done through both
whole class instruction and small group instruction.
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One way to use discussion with the whole class is through the strategy of
instructional conversation. Instructional conversations are discussion-based lessons
geared toward creating richly textured opportunities for students' conceptual and
linguistic development. It promotes analysis, reflection, and critical thinking. This
strategy appears simple, but must be intricately planned by the teacher. Students will
learn through carefully planned instructional conversation to think, reason, comprehend,
and understand rather than regurgitate an expected answer. This is one way to not simply
instruct them, but for educators to reach for the goal of stimulating students to think and
asking them to criticize themselves (Goldenberg, 1992/1993).
An instructional conversation must be interesting and engaging and be about an
idea or concept that has meaning and relevance for the students. It has a focus that, while
it might shift as the discussion evolves, stays discernible throughout. There is a high level
of participation, without undue domination by any one individual, particularly the
teacher. The teacher assures that the discussion proceeds at an appropriate pace- neither
too fast, to keep from the development of ideas, nor too slowly to maintain student
interest (Goldenberg, 1992/1993).
There are instructional and conversational elements to instructional
conversations. The instructional elements include thematic focus, activation and use of
background and relevant schemata, direct teaching, promotion of more complex language
and expression, and elicitation of bases for statements or positions. The conversation
elements include fewer "known-answer" questions, responsiveness to student
contributions, connected discourse, a challenging, but non-threatening atmosphere, and
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general participation, including self-selected turns. The conversation is instructional and
the instruction is conversational (Gambrell & Almasi, 1993).
Instructional conversation is more challenging than it appears. Many teachers
assume that it will happen naturally in the classroom. Experience suggests that
instructional conversations are professionally and intellectually demanding teaching and
learning events that come neither easily nor naturally. This could be because they require
balancing or juggling a number of potentially conflicting elements, which requires a
considerable amount of time and effort from teachers. Learning to manage instructional
conversations requires repeated attempts to implement them along with discussion and
analysis of the lessons (Goldenberg, 1992/1993).
A variety of techniques can be used to enhance students' small group
discussions of text. The mini-lessons that the students are given offer a framework for the
students to understand the expectations of the discussion and the follow-up activities.
Students use interpretive tools from these mini-lessons while reading to create meaning
from the text, including relating the content of the text to personal experiences, movies,
or other books; using the text, including features such as titles or illustrations to support
ideas or verify or reject earlier predictions; and piecing information together about
aspects of the text such as character motives, character actions, or text events (Almasi, et
al., 1996).
Successful discussions, either small or whole group, depend on the consistency
of discussion times, the amount of time provided for discussion, the students'
understanding of discussion expectations, and each group member's active participation
in the discussion. Literature group discussion times must be set in advance and
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consistently followed through. Often as students become more experienced, they will
become independent and need to spend more time in their discussion groups (Eeds &
Wells, 1989).
If students are to become independent in their discussion skills, it is essential
that they develop the ability to pose questions. One technique for developing student
questioning is the use of question cues. Question cues are pictorial representations of
different question types. Also known as graphic organizers, compare and contrast, cause
and effect, and evaluation are examples of pictorial representations. The teacher should
first provide direct instruction on the different types of thinking represented by the
question cues or symbols and provide examples of each question type. Then, have the
students read a story and generate example questions, which are placed on the chart under
"Example Questions." The question cues can be used as a post-reading activity by having
the students develop their questions about what they have read. Students can bring their
questions with them to share during discussion group time. The question cues chart
should be posted in a visible position so it can serve as a reminder to both students and
the teacher of the different types of questions to ask during discussion (Alvermann,
1991).

Teacher Role
During class discussion, the role of the teacher changes from that of the lecturer
and the one with all of the "right answers", to that of a facilitator and a member of the
discussion. In a cognitively based view of comprehension instruction, the teacher
becomes a mediator who helps students construct understandings about the content of the
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text itself, strategies that aid in interpreting the text, and the nature of the reading process
itself (Dole, et al., 1991 ).
Discussion leaders need to be willing to let go of control over the group. They
need to be knowledgeable about the literature and willing to become group discussion
members who will share their own personal transactions with the text, but not insist that
theirs is the only possible viewpoint. If critics and teachers can become, as Probst (1986)
suggested, not authorities on meaning, explicators of text, or sources of answers, but
simply other readers with whom to talk, then true discussion can occur.
Engagement occurs when teachers provide an environment in which students
feel free to ponder or question the text's meaning, content, character motives, text events,
or author's craft. Such questioning often arises when students are permitted to freely
exchange ideas by sharing opinions and challenging one another's ideas. Also stimulating
texts seem to be particularly engaging for students (Almasi, et al., 1996). It is important
that the teacher manages to keep everyone involved by questioning, challenging, coaxing,
or keeping quiet in order to weave the discussion comments into a large tapestry on
meaning (Goldenberg, 1992/1993).
Teachers can assist students by teaching them the difference between intertopic
coherence and intratopic coherence, which is the difference between linking old and new
topics and when students embed topics by using interpretive tools to examine topics in
greater detail. Both types of coherence are key to constructing meaningful interpretations
of the text (Almasi, O'Flahavan, & Arya, 2001)
O'Flahavan, Stein, Wiencek, & Marks (1992) presented the different roles a
teacher can play during their phases of a classroom discussion. A Boundary Coach
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teacher is present only to record and guide students' ideas in the introduction, review, and
debriefing phases. During the introduction and the review, the teacher introduces or
reviews strategies for interpreting text and for interacting with one another. During the
discussion, the teacher might present students with an interpretive strategy that might fuel
their discussion. Then the teacher sits back and permits students to discuss the text by
themselves, while observing the group and recording their success with interaction. This
may serve as an interpretation for possible intervention during debriefing. During
debriefing, the teacher records and guides students' thought as they reflect on what they
have learned and achieved with regard to interpretation and interaction.
As a participant in the conversations, teachers stand ready to name literary
elements, identify and help define unknown words, offer clarity to unfamiliar concepts
and phrases, and suggest reading strategies as opportunities present themselves.
Sometimes, whole group mini-lessons arise from the small-group talk. A wise teacher
uses group discussion to create class curriculum (Holt & Bell, 2000).

Linking Personal Experience and Comprehension
Recent research suggested that when students engage in discussions that are
socially interactive and collaborative, reading comprehension increases, particularly
inferential or higher-level comprehension. (Gambrell &Almasi, 1993). Prior knowledge
comes in many forms including, specific knowledge about the topic of the text, general
world knowledge about social relationships and casual structures, and knowledge about
the organization of the text. Across all levels of age and ability, readers use their existing
knowledge as a filter to interpret and construct meaning of a given text. They use this
knowledge to determine importance, to draw inference, to elaborate text and to monitor
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comprehension. Students are not likely to change their existing knowledge unless they
recognize and are dissatisfied with the fact that it no longer provides an adequate account
of their everyday experiences (Dole, et al., 1991 ).
Peer discussion aids in confirming, altering, and expanding individual
interpretations. In a sense, comprehension starts with students' personal reactions to the
text and can build upon each other's reactions to a more interpretive, analytical, and
evaluative level. A student's individual prior knowledge triggers another student's prior
knowledge. This process allows students to take ownership of their reading success. The
students willingly discuss the topics in their circles longer than discussing them as a
whole class (Leal, 1993).
Sebesta, (1995) stated:
The implication is that teachers should promote a balance [of efferent and
aesthetic responses] by encouraging students to relive, predict, evaluate,
connect, and link text with their own lives. Furthermore, we need an
instrument to tell us how students respond and how teachers direct
response. (p.445)
People who choose to read, according to Graves (1996) have reading that affects
their lives. Reading parallels and extends a reader's own experiences, fostering an
understanding of people, providing relief and escape, building storehouses of information
and a taste for language; reading can even move a reader to action.
Literature Circles and Other Literature Discussion Groups

Literature circles and discussion groups are relatively new in the education
world. There have been great amounts of research done on them and because discussion
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among students is the main point of the groups, they increase comprehension among
students (Daniels, 2002; Hill, Schlick Noe & Johnson, 2003).
Literature circles are formed when people come together in small groups to talk
about books they have read. The goal ofliterature circles is to let prior experiences
develop and expand meaning making for the students involved. The major components of
a quality literature group include creating an appropriate environment, choosing quality
literature, forming groups, assigning reading, guiding responses, facilitating discussions,
assessing student performance, and deciding upon the instructor's level of involvement
(Tunkle, Anderson, & Evans, 1999).
Literature groups embrace reading as a transactional process and respect each
child's personal meaning making from quality literature. As teachers talk about reading,
they are searching for works of value that encourage students to feel, to question, to
explore human values, and to examine traditions and cultures, works that provoke them
to think about how they view the world (Holt & Bell, 2000).
Literature circles reflect a constructivist, child-centered model ofliteracy and
invite natural discussions that lead to student inquiry and critical thinking. Literature
circles should not only increase comprehension, but also lead to deeper reading. They
bring meaning to children's lives (Daniels, 2002).
Morfitt (1995) explains the need for classroom teachers to create a climate for
discussion.
When groups meet for the first time, I stress that every member of a literature
circle has something to say, and that we all must be careful listeners and speakers.
I begin by talking about how to start discussions, how to share what we have to
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say, about how to add our ideas if they follow someone else's and how to respond
to questions. (p.30)
Comprehension of a text does not happen overnight. With the help of literature
circles however, literary elements become more manageable when discussed. When
readers use their prior knowledge, build on their experiences, and draw from those
experiences to better understand the text, then they reach higher levels of understanding.
Peer support and the ability to verbally communicate ideas help substantiate
understanding of the text. Students may not come to the group fully understanding the
text, but they depend on one another to construct meaning and fill in the gaps to make
meaning by discussing and asking questions of one another (Tovani, 2000).
Rather than judge children's talk according to our own standards we should
listen carefully to the ways that children interpret texts in order to understand how they
are using literate talk to build meaning. Teachers might become concerned if the students
venture too far from the context of the book or digress too much in their conversation.
Upon reflection of the theory ofliterature circles and transactional theory, this solution is
offered. If the teacher accepts the children's social experiences as significant and allows
them to use their own ways of contextualizing issues or readings, she or he can take
advantage of their language and experiences in order to build upon their alreadyestablished repertoire of literate thinking. It is likely that the children's use of their
experiences to build a network of stories helped them develop their concepts of
themselves as important contributors to a literate discussion (Roller & Beed, 1994).
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Summa,y
Students naturally learn better when they are able to talk about what they are
learning. When they talk to other students about what they are reading they make more
connections to themselves, others, other text, and the world in general. When students are
able to make connections to what they are reading their comprehension increases.
Students also need other comprehension strategies to make sense of the text that they
need to read for class. Teachers need to both teach direct comprehension strategies as
well as let go of discussion groups to allow students to make their own meaning from the
text. Literature Circles and other discussion groups bring all of this together to allow
students to grow in reading ability.

CHAPTER THREE

Overview
This project was developed to assist teachers who work with struggling students.
The author felt there was a lack of authentic materials to use with struggling readers at
the middle school level. The literature reviewed supports using literature circles to
improve comprehension and motivation with struggling readers. This project also
supplies teachers with comprehension strategies to use along side the literature circles to
give struggling readers the skills they need to be more successful in reading.

Methods
The purpose of this study was to develop a handbook for teachers to use as a
resource to teach low-achieving readers comprehension strategies while motivating them
through connecting the literature to real life using literature circles. It was developed in
response to the need for a curriculum in the author's remedial reading Title I/LAP
classroom. In previous years students in the author's classroom had been in a pullout
reading program. The program was changed so that reading was an everyday, fifty-two
minute class that students would attend instead of an elective. Once the students had
achieved a reading level equivalent to the grade they were in or met a set of goals
outlined in the Title I/LAP plan, they were able to leave the class. Students are tested
once every nine weeks to check their reading level.
The author had a difficult time finding materials to use with these classes that
contained authentic literature and materials that the students were motivated to use.
Literature circles are a natural way to motivate students, but when used in a traditional
way they do not directly teach reading skills to students. Because the author's students
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were struggling with reading they also needed direct instruction of skills. Therefore, this
handbook combines direct comprehension strategies with literature circles to teach
reading to struggling middle school readers.
The author started the school year by introducing literature circles into the
classroom, modeling and explaining how they work. The students worked through
problems that arose in the discussion groups and brainstormed solutions together. After
students learned how literature circles worked, they started to learn and apply the
comprehension strategies to the material they were reading for their groups. The students
also learned to apply these strategies in other contexts.
This handbook is flexible to use with a variety ofliterature, and adapted to fit
student's individual needs, and may be modified to use at most levels to help strugg\ing
readers in a mainstream classroom. This handbook can also be adapted to use in a regular
classroom with a wide variety of readers.

CHAPTER FOUR
The Project
Introduction

The following chapter contains the materials, techniques, and lessons that were
used in the Title I/LAP Reading Class at Sultan Middle School as the students used
literature discussion groups to implement the before, during, and post reading
comprehension strategies that they were learning. The combination ofliterature
discussion groups and comprehension strategies gives students the time they need to
practice reading as well as learn and practice comprehension strategies that expert readers
use.
The materials in this project start with the information necessary to set-up
literature circles in the classroom. It also includes comprehension strategies for before,
during and after reading, as well as evaluation tools for literature circles.
One of the goals behind teaching the students these comprehension strategies is to
help them become skilled readers. According to Pressley and Afflerbach (as cited in
Pressley, 1998) skilled readers:

•

Have a purpose for their reading and know what it is before they begin

•

Preview text before beginning to read, taking note of text structure

•

Relate the text they are reading to prior knowledge before, during, and after
reading

•

Vary the rate of reading, depending upon the difficulty of what is being read;
stopping to reflect or sometimes, rereading

•

Make predictions and draw conclusions, verifying these as they read
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•

Infer and give personal interpretations by relating textual information to prior
knowledge

•

Express personal feelings about the text itself as well as the quality of writing

•

Integrate ideas across the text by looking for cause and effect relationships

•

Form personal images of the characters and events

•

Are consciously aware of how well they are understanding the text, and problem
solve when difficulties with understanding arise (e.g., reread)

•

Reread, rethink, or reflect after the text has been read. This may take the form of a
summary or retelling

These strategies should be encouraged to be used by all readers and are just as
important for beginning readers as expert readers. For many struggling readers they do
not understand that these strategies are what make an expert reader. They missed picking
up on these strategies and teachers need to go back over these and show students how and
when to use them (Harvey & Goudvis, 1999). These students have become experts at
fake-reading. They have developed strategies to word-call or pretend like they are
reading. The two types of struggling readers most often encountered in secondary school
are resistive readers and word callers. Resistive readers can read, but choose not to. Word
callers can decode the words but don't understand or remember what they have read. If
they are reading the words they are more than likely missing the meaning. These students
need to have demonstrated for them what "good readers" do. That it is not a mystery or
something you are just born with.
There should be a balance between skill and drill instruction and just giving
students time to read and expecting them to get better. Teachers need to go beyond giving
students the opportunity to read and respond, they need to help children become more
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proficient readers who are engaged and using comprehension strategies (Pressley, 1998).
The combination of literature circles and comprehension strategies give them this
opportunity.

COMBINING COMPREHENSION STRATEGIES
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Introduction
This handbook is a resource for teachers to use with their low-achieving readers.
It combines successful comprehension strategies with a literature-circle approach to
reading curriculum.
Middle school students are motivated by literature circles because it gives them a
chance to do something that they love to do, talk with their peers. ll also gives lowachieving readers the strategies they need to improve their reading skills.
Students spend time everyday learning or reviewing a comprehension strategy
and time working in their literature circles either reading, responding, discussing, or
working on projects. They also spend time working on vocabulary.
Because these students are struggling readers the standard literature circle
format has been changed to fit the way they read. More than likely, it will take longer
than 3 weeks (the standard amount of time in literature circles) to read through a novel.
One of the greatest achievements for some of these students is that they will actually
read through an entire novel, something that they will not have accomplished before
starting literature circles.
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Schedule

15 minutes
10 minutes
10 minutes
20 minutes
15 minutes

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

30 minutes
15 minutes
30 minutes

Thursday

15 minutes

Vocabulary
Set Schedule for the Week
Model New Strategy
Read
Guided Practice of New
Strategy
Read or Discussion
Independent Practice
Read or Discussion
Application of New Strategy
to Lit Circle Books
Read or Discussion
Catch Up Time
Independent Reading

30 minutes
Friday

Week 1

Week2

Week3
Week4
Week5
Week6

Pre-Reading Strategy, Fishbowl
Discussion, Book Talks, Choose Literature
Circle Books, Start Reading
During Reading Strategy, Brainstorms for
Successful Literature Circles, Start
Discussions
Post-Reading Strategy
Readina and Discussina
Pre-Reading Strategy
Readina and Discussina
During Reading Strategy
Readino and Discussino
Post-Reading Strategy
Extension Proiects

Things that may change throughout the year:

Number of the times the groups meet to discuss during the week.
How long it takes to get through a book.
Number of books being read, sometimes it is beneficial if the whole class reads the
same book. Also, more than one group may want to read the same book.
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Literature Circles
:o
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Book Selection
Teacher Choices

When starting out, teachers will need to keep these things in mind when choosing
books for literature circles:
,:, How much background knowledge will the students need? Do my
students have the appropriate background knowledge? Will we need to
create some reference points before they start reading this book?
,:, Does the book have depth, engagement and content appropriate for
young adults?
,:, How difficult is the text?
,:, Does it have appeal? Would students pick it up on their own (grabber)?
Or do they need to hear about it in a book talk or be lead into it
(stretcher)?
,:, Offer a wide selection dealing with the same topic at one time (race and
gender balance).
,:, Do the students have an interest in the topics? To have student "buy in"
for literature circles they need to be interested in the subject matter of the
books.
Teachers dealing with struggling readers will need to keep in mind that students
want to read the same books that their friends are reading, but do not have the ability
many times. Finding books that are still "mainstream" books (not specialty high
interest/low ability) that have a lower reading level is a challenge, but still workable.
Student Selection

Before students select books the teacher needs to let them know what the books are
about. The students need time to think over the decision and look over the books.
Teachers should help students select books.
~

Help students avoid books that are too hard or too easy. Make sure they
choose something they can read as well as want to read.

~

Remind them that effective choice goes beyond the length of the book.
Some students will pick up the shortest book they can find because they
think it is going to be the least amount of work, other students will try and
pick the longest book to try and impress others. Either of these choices
may make for a painful few weeks as the student tries to struggle through
a book that they are not interested in. This can also be very damaging to
the discussion groups. A good choice holds their interest and it is worth
discussing.
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~

Show students how to use the five-finger rule. The students should start
reading at any point in the book, if they come across five or more words
they don't know before they reach the end of the page then the book is
probably too hard for them. Have them try it twice on the same book if
they are not sure.

Book Talks

Start by doing a book talk. A book talk is a 3-5 minute talk about the book. Include some
things that the students might like about the book, what the characters are like, what
genre it falls into, other books that it is similar to (if you liked_ you might like this
book), and any other information about the book that seems relative. The key is to get
the students hooked without giving too much away.
Book Pass

The next step is to do a book pass. Students divide into group. There should be the
same number of students in each group as there are book choices being offered. At
each group there should be a copy of each book that will be offered this unit. Students
choose a book to start with and write down the title and author on their book pass sheet.
After 3-5 minutes with the book they circle yes, no or maybe on their sheet and pass the
book on to the next person. This continues until everyone in the group has had a chance
to look at all of the books.
At this point students should have an idea of what their top three choices are
going to be and the class is ready to move on to Group Formation.
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BOOK PASS
AUTHOR

TITLE

, __ ,

/r.

·=---••=M~-

--------
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YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
. YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES
YES

NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO
NO

MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE
MAYBE

.

Group Formation
Literature circle groups are formed through the students voting on which book
they would like to read the most. Although student choice is one of the guiding principles
of literature circles, it is really student choice with some teacher guidance.
Groups of four to five (depending on class size and book availability) work the
best. This way the groups are not too big, but they can also still have a discussion if
someone from the group is absent.
Students should list their first, second and third Choices on the ballots. They
should understand that their first choice of books is the one they would most like to read,
but they would also be willing to read the other two they choose.
Teachers should keep these things in mind, as well as student choice, when they
form the groups:
•
•
•

Can the students work in the group together effectively?
Is there some balance of gender, ability, experience and interest?
Did the student get their first choice last time groups were formed?

Using these criteria, all of the students get one of the books listed on their ballot
and it generally is their first or second choice.
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Book Choice Ballot
Name_ _ _ __
Period._ _ __
Please write your book selection in the spaces provided. Remember that you should
choose 3 books that you would be willing to read.
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Before Starting
Although it may seem like discussion is a natural part of students' lives there are
many skills that students need to be successful in literature circles that they may not
have. This is one of the many benefits of literature circles, they work to improve students
social skills right along with academics.
Before throwing students together and expecting literature circles to happen
these are the skills students need to be taught:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What makes a good discussion?
What will be the classroom guidelines?
How to share "airtime" so that everyone gets a chance to speak.
How to disagree respectfully.
How to find a passage that proves a point they are trying to make.
How to get out of a conversation that dead-ends.
How not to digress (or how to end digression).
How to draw one another out.
How to bring the discussion back to the book.
How to solve disagreements and problems within the group.
Classroom Guidelines

Start by doing some brainstorming with your students about what a good
discussion looks like, sounds like and feels like. Come up with a class set of guidelines
for literature circles and post them in the classroom. For the first few days or weeks of
the literature circles remind the students of the guidelines. Also start out each day with a
mini-lesson covering the skills above. These should be listed on butcher paper and
posted in a highly visible place in the classroom (see page 13).
One of the best ways for students to see how these skills are important in the
discussion groups are to see them in action. This can be achieved through videotape or
a fishbowl discussion.
If a videotape is not available to show students then try a fishbowl discussion. If
you have students in your class that have participated in literature circles before try
starting with them. If you do not have any students, then ask for volunteers who think
that they can do a good job modeling. Start with a small section of material, perhaps
something that is being read aloud to the class, for the students to discuss. Then, these
students have a discussion that the whole class can see and hear. They tend to start out
timid, but soon forget about their audience. As the discussion goes along, use it to point
out things that they are doing correctly. If they come across a problem stop and use the
opportunity to teach students how to solve problems that can arise during discussion.
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Brainstorm Sheets for Discussion Groups and Guidelines
Discussion Groups Should
Look Like

Sound Like

P-12

Feel Like

Classroom Guidelines for
Discussion Groups
We agree to follow all of these guidelines when in discussion
groups for literature circles.

Getting Started

Reading and Following Along

Cooperation

Discussion
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Reading
After the groups are formed students need to meet and decide how much they
are going to read. From this assignment they can adjust the amount that they need to
read between each meeting. Students should be warned about reading ahead, because
it becomes to easy to give something away during discussion that another student has
not yet read. Ways to solve this problem can be left to each group or put in the
classroom guidelines.
At the beginning of each week, each group should meet and decide the reading
assignment for each day of the week. They should also be keeping track of their reading
each day in a reading log. When working with students that struggle with reading, it
would be advantageous to check these logs frequently and have a brief one on one
conference with the student about their reading to make sure they are keeping up to
where they should be, as these students tend to fall behind rather quickly.
Weekly Reading Assignments

Week of _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Our group has agreed to the following reading schedule for this week.
Monday _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Tuesday _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Wednesday _ _ _ _ _ __
Thursday _ _ _ _ _ __
Friday _ _ _ _ _ _ __
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Reflection Journals
Reflection journals serve many purposes while students are reading. First of all
they serve as a place to jot down a summary of what has happened in the book they are
reading. It also gives students time to stop and think about what they are reading both
while they are reading and after the read. It also gives them a place to do some
reflective thinking and to write down notes about things they want to bring up during
discussion groups.
Reflection journals should also include vocabulary words, quotes from the book
that student finds interesting, answers to teacher and student generated prompts,
reflecting on how discussion went as well as the debriefing, sketches and teacher
comments.
Vocabulary words that students write down can also be either words that
students don't know or words that they find interesting or would like to talk about further.
Students should keep vocabulary words in a special spot in their journals, for example,
the second page, or the upper right-hand corner of the page they are working on. This
way the words do not get lost in with the rest of the response.
Quotes from the book can be quotes that the student found interesting or a
passage that they are using to back up a point. Students can be given Post-It notes
while they are reading to help mark these passages. The use of Post-It notes is
discussed further in a comprehension strategy later in this guide.
Students answer both teacher and student generated prompts on a regular basis.
These give the students something to think about and may make them think about the
story in a way they would not have without the prompt. Prompts are also used to prepare
the students for discussion groups. Students also use sketches in the same way. It gives
artistic students a chance to express themselves in a different way and helps them
connect to the story.
Finally, reflection journals are used to communicate with the students. When
leading a discussion on what went well and what can be improved on students may not
feel like they can speak up at the time. They can communicate these concerns to the
teacher through their journals, and this also provides a way for the teacher to give
feedback, responses and praise directly to each student. The teacher can also see if the
student is understanding the material and staying on task.
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Response Journal Prompts
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

I liked_ _ because ....
I noticed ...
I wonder. ..
I felt_ _ because ...
I think ...
This story makes me think of...
If I were _ _ , I would ...
I was surprised by ...
Who is your favorite character? Why?
Who do the characters remind you of?
Why do you think a character did_ _? What would you have done?
If you could be friends with any characters in the book, which ones would you choose?
Why?
Could this story really have happened? Why or Why not?
Do these characters remind you of characters in other books? Which ones? Why?
How does this book relate to your life?
How do you feel when you read the book?
Which scene can you most easily picture in your mind?
How do you think the book will end?
What are some of your favorite lines from the book?
How has the setting changed throughout the book?
Do you think the setting is appropriate for the story? Why or why not?
Where else could the story take place? What would be alternate setting be?
How does the main character interact with the other characters in the story?
What do you like about the main character? What do you not like?
If you could add another character to the story who/what would it be and why would you
add this new character?
Do you think the characters were well developed? Do you wish you knew more about
them?
Predict what you think will happen next in the story.
If you could write another chapter in the book what would it be about?
Write another ending for the story.
What was the most/least exciting part of the story?
What was the most/least interesting part of the story?
If you could change any part of the story what would it be and how would you change it?
What is the theme or message of the story?
Why did you choose this book?
Describe your favorite part of the book and tell why.
Describe your least favorite par of the book and tell why.
Do you think your friends should read this book? Why or why not?
Would you recommend this book to anyone? Who and Why?
Pretend you are your character and write a diary entry
Write a letter to your friend or the author about your book
Write about how the characters in your book are connected to one another and how they
are alike or not alike.
One entry may be a sketch of something from the book including a scene, how a
character is feeling, capturing the mood or tone or the events in the chapter
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Discussion
Discussion is what separates literature circles from all of the other methods of
teaching reading out there. In discussion groups students learn from each other. They
learn to listen, and express their own opinion. They learn many different social skills that
will be useful as they grow and they learn to look at things from new viewpoints.
Students should meet with their groups on a regular basis for discussion. Some
classes meet with their groups as often as twice a week. Before meeting for discussion
each member should make sure they are prepared by completing the agreed upon
reading and writing in their reflection journal. They should start by sharing things that
they have written in their response journals. As students become more adept at
discussion, they may choose to leave their journals at their desks while they discuss.
This way they can use it as springboard, but not a lifejacket.
Teachers can take on many roles during discussion time. This role may change
throughout the year as the groups develop. The teacher may roam from group to group
listening in on the conversation and taking anecdotal notes. They may join the group, but
stay quiet or they may join in on the conversation if they have read the book. If the
teacher chooses this role, they need to be careful that they do not lead the conversation
in a way any different than any other member of the group. One of the things that
discussion is suppose to do is have students creating their own meaning from what they
have read. Often students will not do this if they feel the teacher wants to hear a
particular answer.
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Discussion Debriefing
Talking with the students after they have completed their discussion groups for
the day is an important step in the process. When students have a chance to reflect and
talk about what happened in the groups, they can see what they did well, as well as what
they need to improve on next time. These comments can go in their reflection journal, so
that the teacher and the students may refer to them as time goes on to see how the
groups are progressing. There are also a variety of forms that students could fill out to
talk about how the discussion went.
Debriefing needs to happen after each discussion, but is especially important as
students are learning how to navigate through literature circles. Use these as teachable
moments and refer back to the class guidelines if the students are stuck on a
management type problem.
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Debriefing Form
Name_ _ __
Date_ _ _ __
Period- - - What went well today in you discussion group?

1.
2.

3.
What improvements could we make for next time?

1.
2.
3.
Important contributions I made to the group today:

1.

2.
Things I struggled with today:

1.
2.
Something about the book that I learned or thought of in a new way because of our
discussion is:

Something I am going to do next time to make the next discussion even more successful
is:

As adapted from: Hill, B., Schlick-Noe, K. & King, J. (2003). Literature circles in middle school:
One teacher's journey. Norwood, MA: Christopher-Gordon Publishers, Inc.
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Comprehension
Strategies
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Comprehension Strategies
These are the strategies to start with each lesson. Each of them is relatively short
and simple to teach in a 15 minute time period. They are divided into pre-reading
strategies, strategies to use during reading, and post reading strategies. Teachers
should start with introducing the strategy and modeling it, then move to guided practice,
independent practice, and applying it while the students are working in their literature
circle groups.
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Pre-Reading Lesson 1:
Setting a Purpose

Objective: Students will learn the importance of setting a purpose before they start
reading.
Students will learn that different texts require different purposes before they start
reading.
Students will learn that there are other purposes for reading a text than the fact that it
was assigned by a teacher.

Procedure: Students will be given a selection and asked to highlight what they feel is
important. They will then be given two other purposes to read for and asked to do the
same thing.
For example if students are given a short story about two boy skipping school that
describes one boy's house. Students would read through the first time highlighting
everything they thought was important. Next, the students would read the same
selection as if they might be prospective homebuyers, and then they might read it as if
they were burglars. Each time they would be highlighting different details based on their
purpose in reading.
They will find that when they have a purpose in their highlighting, the reading will have
more meaning.

As adapted from: Harvey, S. & Goudvis, A (1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension
to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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Pre-Reading Lesson 2:
Building Background Knowledge
Objective: Students will build their background knowledge on their literature circle text.
Procedure: Teachers will choose important background information from the students'
text to give the students more knowledge about their books.
Forexample if students arereading about apples, the teacher should bring in
apples for the class to look at, see, feei, taste. Depending on how it relates to the book,
the teacher could bring in different kinds of apples, an apple peeler, core remover, pie
making materials, pie plate, dried apple chips, etc.
Students will understand that the more they know about the subject they are
reading about the more connections they can make and the easier it becomes to
comprehend the material.

As adapted from: Harvey, S. & Goudvis, A. (1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension
to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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Pre-Reading Lesson 3:
Activating Prior Knowledge
KWL Chart

Objective: Students will learn to think about the topic or subject of what they are reading
before they start to read. They will find out that they know more about the subject than
they originally thought.
Procedure:
Teacher will lead students through a KWL chart on the book that they are reading for
literature circles.
For example if the students' book takes place in the middle ages the KWL chart might be
about the middle ages. After the students have completed the book the class would
come back to complete the learned section.
Middle Ages

Know

Want to Know

Adapted from: Ogle, D. (1986). K-W-L: A teaching model that develops active reading of
expository text. Reading Teacher 39 (6) 564-70.
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Pre-Reading Lesson 4:
Making Predictions
Objective: Students will learn to predict what is going to happen in the book by making a
best guess.
Procedure: The teacher will lead students through looking at the book and describing
how you make a "best guess" of what the book might be about and what might happen
in the story.
Response Journal:
Look at the cover, flaps, and pictures and make three predictions as to what you
think will happen?
Come back to your predictions later and give details as to why or why not the
predictions you made were right.

As adapted from: Tovani, C. (2000). I read it, but I don't get it: Comprehension strategies for
adolescent readers. Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.

P-25

During Reading Lesson Plan 1:
Get Inside Their Heads

Objective:
Students will imagine they are the characters in their literature circle novel to try and
imagine what those characters are feeling.
Procedure:
Review events that have happened and what was explicitly told in the book as to how
the characters felt. Discuss the body language and actions of the characters and how
you can make inferences from these descriptions. Discuss how the students would feel if
they were in the place of the character.
Response Journal: Write about what you would do if you were the character. How would
you feel? Would you do the same things the character(s) did? Would you do anything
differently? What is something that the main character has done that tells you
something else about them? (Example: Cassandra slamming the door and flopping
down on her bed means she is mad at someone. Probably her mom for grounding her.)

As adapted from: Harvey, S. & Goudvis, A. (1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension
to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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During Reading Lesson Plan 2:
Foreshadowing
Objective: Students will look for details in the book that give clues as to events that might
be happening in the future in the book.
Procedure: The teacher can start off by comparing movie scenes that use
foreshadowing. Students can brainstorm different movies.
Students will start by reading about an event in their book and then return to previous
sections ofthe book to find clues that might have predicted that event. By learning to
predict these events students will learn to pay more attention to what they are reading
and comprehend more as they read.
Response Journal: Next time you come across something that you might think is
foreshadowing write in down and share during discussion. Also write down what you
think it is foreshadowing. What do you have as proof?

As adapted from: Harvey, S. & Goudvis, A. (1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension
to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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During Reading Lesson Plan 3:
Making Connections
Objective: Students will make connections between the text they are reading and
themselves, other texts, and the world around them.
Procedure: The teacher will have students identify with one aspect of the character they
are reading about, pointing out to students how it is easier to comprehend what is
happening i.n th.El story if they makEl some connections to things in their lives ..Have
students use a Venn Diagram have themselves in one circle and a character from the
story in the other with the similarities in the middle.
Next, students will try to make connections between two texts. The teacher should start
by reading something aloud that has obvious connections between the two.
Finally, students should try to make connections between the text and the world around
them. For example, a news story about abandoned dogs could connect with a dog in the
story they are reading.

(

As adapted from: Harvey, S. & Goudvis, A. (1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension
to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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During Reading Lesson Plan 4:
Coding Text
Objective: Students will learn how to code their text as they are reading, so that they
may come back and remember the thoughts they were thinking as they were reading.
Procedure: The teacher will start by modeling how to code text on the overhead and
using a think aloud method. Students should be given Post-It notes to mark in their
books,. Post~lt's can be used to underline the passage that brought about the thought.
Codes could be:
Connecting text to self- t-s
Connecting text to text- t-t
Connecting text to world - t-w
Word that I don't know - V?
Question I have- ? (can also write the question on the Post-It)
Quote-q
These and any other codes give students the chance to respond as they are reading
before they forget what they are thinking about.

As adapted from: Harvey, S. & Goudvis, A. (1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension
to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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During Reading Lesson Plan 5:
Visualizing
Objective: Students will create a mental picture of what is happening in the text they are
reading.
Procedure: The teacher will explain that when someone reads, one of the ways that they
know what is going on in the story is by visualizing what is happening in the story. This is
aJot ..li.ke creating a movie in your head while yciuare reading. When reading a text,.ifthe
students are not able to visualize what is happening they need to stop and reread until it
becomes clear.
To know if the students are visualizing while they are reading they should draw
the picture in their head and label it with a quote or details from the text. The teacher
should point out how different students points of view emphasize different things in the
drawing. Differences are good to point out because one person might have something
that someone else might not have noticed.

(

Tovani, C. (2000). / read it, but I don't get it: Comprehension strategies for adolescent readers.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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During Reading Lesson 6:
Looking at the Authors Purpose through Predicting
Objective: Students will understand that an author has a purpose when they write a
book.
Students will understand that you can sometimes understand what the author's purpose
is through predicting what is going to happen in the story.
Procedure:
Students wlli predict how the story is going to end. They should be able to back up their
predictions with proof and details from the story. After reading the real ending to the
story, they can compare and contrast their ending and the author's ending to find out
why the author ended the story the way they did. The students will be able to tell how
close they were and if they interpreted the clues in the story correctly. The students
should be asking themselves why the author chose to end the story the way they did? If
the author used an alternative ending how would that change their purpose? The author
usually has more than one purpose. Are there purposes that the author didn't intend to
be there? These questions could be answered in their response journals.

Tovani, C. (2000). / read it, but I don't get it: Comprehension strategies for adolescent readers.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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During Reading Strategy 7:
Vocabulary
Word Wall
Objective: Students will be more aware of the words that they don't understand while
they read.
Students will make a list in the classroom of words and something to remind them of the
meaning.
Procedure: The students will start by listing words that they don't know as they are
reading. They will decide one way that they will remember the meaning of the word and
create that project. The teacher then lists these words and their coordinating projects on
the wall so that all students can see them as they are reading.

As adapted from: Harvey, S. & Goudvis, A. ( 1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension
to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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During Read Lesson Plan 8:
Five Senses
Objective: Students will imagine what it is like to be part of their story using all five of
their senses.
Procedure: Students will chose a scene from the book they are reading. They will
imagine what it would be like if they were there. In their response journal they will
describe it usir1g all five of their senses. What would they see if they were there? What
smells would they smell? What would they hear? What would they taste? What would
they feel? Students should be as vivid and descriptive as possible. This is a good
response to start off discussion groups with.

As adapted from: Harvey, S. & Goudvis, A. (1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension
to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.

P-33

Post Reading Lesson Plan 1:
Changing Impressions
Objective: Students will think about how their impression of the characters in the book
changed throughout the book and what events and details might have caused the
change.
Procedure: Students will make a chart with all of the characters listed. In the first column,
list theirJin,t impression pf the.character ... In th.e. second column, list what their impression
of the character was when the book progressed. In the last column, list details to back
up these impressions and to support the impression that changed or stayed the same.

Later Impression

First Impression

Changed or Stayed the Same

Details

Details

Tovani, C. (2000). I read it, but I don't get it: Comprehension strategies for adolescent readers.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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Post Reading Lesson 2:
Summarizing- Learning to use Snippits
Objective: Students will learn to summarize by learning what needs to be included and
what can be left out of a summary.
Procedure: As a class, students will write a summary of the book they have read. When
finished the teacher will lead a discussion about appropriate summaries and wanting to
include all of the main points without including all of the details. The class will then go
over the summary they have previously written point by point asking if the included
points were main points or details and should they stay or be cut. When finished it
should be rewritten to include only the points that should stay. Then students should
compare the final copy with the original to look at the differences. Students should then
try one on their own in their response journals.

Tovani, C. (2000). I read it, but I don't get it: Comprehension strategies for adolescent readers.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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Post Reading Lesson 3:
Character Change Venn Diagram

Objective: Students will understand how a character changes over the course of a story.
Students will understand the events that bring about changes in a character throughout
a story.
Procedure: Have students choose a character and list their character traits at the
beginning of the story in the first circle, the traits in the middle of the story in the second
circle and the traits at the end of the story in the last circle. In the overlapping part
between each circle students should list the events that brought about the change in the
character over the course of the story.

End

Middle

Beginning

Event

Event

Tovani, C. (2000). I read it, but I don't get it: Comprehension strategies for adolescent readers.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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Post Reading Lesson 4:
Sequencing
Objective: Students will learn to organize events of a story in the order they happened.

Procedure:
The teacher will brainstorm with the class the major events that took place in the book.
The teacher writes these down and cuts each event onto a strip of paper. These are cut
apart and students need to put them back together in the order they happened in the
book they read. To show students that events happen a certain way for a reason have
the students rearrange events in order that they did not happen and have them predict
what would have happened instead and write these in their response journals.

As adapted from: Harvey, S. & Goudvis, A (1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension
to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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Post Reading Lesson 5:
Story Graph

Objective: Students will learn how events in the story are connected with character's
emotions.
Procedure:
Students will choose a character and decide on that characters dominant emotion
through out the book. The beginning, middle and end are at the bottom of the chart and
the range of the emotion (Happy to Sad) is on the side. The chart will show the events in
the book and how it effected the characters emotion on the graph. Do one for each
character but using the same events to compare how different events effect different
characters in different or the same ways. Record these in students' response journals.

--Bill
--Grace
Brooke

C:

0

·-....0

E
w

Beginning

Middle

End

As adapted from: Tovani, C. (2000). / read it, but I don't get it: Comprehension strategies for
adolescent readers. Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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Post Reading Lesson 6:
Understanding Character Motives-

Objective: Students will learn to imagine what the character in the story was thinking or
feeling while going through the events of the book.
Procedure:
Students will divide into pairs. They will think of questions they would ask the characters
in the book if they were able to interview them. Then the students take turns role-playing
as if they were the characters. One person can interview while the other is a character
and then the other person can choose a different character while their partner interviews
them. The questions and answers from this should be recorded in the response journals.

As adapted from: Harvey, S.

& Goudvis, A. (1999). Strategies that work: teaching comprehension

to enhance understanding. York, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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Extension
Projects
C

C
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Extension Projects
When groups finish a book, they choose an extension project to work on. They
can choose to work on these projects individually or as a group. Everyone in the group
can do the same project or they can each do different projects. Many times students
choose an extension project that fits their unique learning style or a project that easily
relates to the book.
Extension projects give students another chance to deepen their understanding
of the book and express to others their understanding. It also gives them a chance to
reflect on their experience with the book and pull together their own thinking about what
they read. Extension projects also give teachers the opportunity to teach any literary
elements or strategies that they missed while reading and discussing the book.
There are hundreds of ideas for extension projects that are only limited by the
students' imagination. Students are invited to oome up with projects not on the list and
present them to the teacher for approval. If they are available, teachers should show
students projects that have been done in previous years, or try making their own
examples. Teachers may want to start the year by doing a class project, especially if the
class started out with everyone reading the same book.
Here is a list of possible projects:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Collage- Symbols and pictures out from magazines representing the
oharaoters and themes.
Character Bookmark- Illustration of a main character on the front with a
written description on the back
Commemorative Stamp- Illustration of symbol with a key word or phrase
representing the theme
ABC Book- Eaoh page contains an illustration and a sentence featuring a
letter of the alphabet that describes a chapter, event or key soene
Setting Pamphlet- Trifold pamphlet filled with illustrations and captions of
key places in the book, like a travel brochure
Readers Theatre- a student-written script recreating a major soene, then
rehearsed and performed for the class.
Photo Album/Scrapbook- Illustrations or photos of characters or
(recreated) scenes and important objects from the book along with
captions and/or journaling
Timeline- A series of main events, including dates and brief descriptions
in chronological order
Game Board- Game created around the oharaoters, events or theme of
the book
Poetry- All types of poetry written to capture the main theme of the story
Mural- A large painting depicting one or several of the important scenes
of the story
Story Quilt- Several illustrated squares representing the main events or
chapters of a book, decorated with symbols or quotes around the border
Debate- Two teams debate opposite sides of an issue using evidence
from the book
PowerPoint Presentation-A presentation about the book
CD Cover/Case- Design a CD cover including songs that would be
appropriate for the book
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Project Planning Form
Book Title
Name- - - - - -_
-_
-_
-_
-_
-_
-_
-_
-_- Project Title_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
I will need these materials to complete my project...

My project shows what I have learned from the book by ...

When someone else views my project they will learn ...

I chose this project as the best way to show you what I know because ...

Design: (Sketch)
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Evaluation
(
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Evaluation

Evaluating students in literature circles is one of the more difficult tasks involved
in implementing them. Evaluating student progress is not necessarily difficult, but
assigning a grade to their progress may be much more of a daunting task.
The first way that teachers should start looking at student progress is by
documenting their everyday activities through anecdotal records. Anecdotal records are
kept by the teacher walking around with a clipboard or notebook and very often some
smallPost-lt notes taking note of students' comments and contributions to the
discussion. Teachers may want to assign a number grade (1-4) on the records for each
student if this will eventually be used for grading purposes. This is also a good way for
teachers to find out where they should focus future strategy lessons.
This is a list of questions that teachers can use as a guide when taking notes for
anecdotal records:
1. Is the student prepared for the literature discussion?
2. Does the student use the text to share passages? To support ideas and opinions?
How effectively?
3. Does the student listen actively to others?
4. Does the student ask questions? What kinds?
5. Do the questions get a thoughtful response? Which are most effective?
6. Does the student contribute thoughtful ideas?
7. Does the student make predictions? How effectively?
8. Does the student build on other people's comments?
9. Does the student keep the group on task?
10. Does the student discuss unknown or interesting words?
11. Does the student make personal connections to his/her life? At what levels?
12. Does the student make connections to other books, authors, and experiences?
13. Does the student discuss the author's craft and word choice?
14. Does the student discuss literary elements (plot, setting, characters)?
15. Can the student reflect on literature circle participation and set goals?
(Hill, Schlick-Noe, Johnson, 2003)
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Student Self-Evaluation and Goal Setting with Evaluation
Giving students the chance to self-evaluate gives them a chance to reflect on
their performance in class and provides them with an opportunity to set goals for future
assignments.
Their self-evaluation can also become part of the class debriefing and/or their
response journal. Students can also evaluate their daily participation on a scale of 0-4. A
four is that student participated and was on-task the entire class period, down to a zero
which means the student was being so disruptive they were asked to leave the room.
The teacher can record these points at the end of class every day for a participation
grade.
·
··
Rubrics
Another way to assess students is through the use of rubrics. A rubric is a guide
that shows students exactly what will be graded. The rubrics provided in this handbook
are based on a scale of 1-4, with 4 being excellent. All or just of few of the criteria can be
used each time a rubric is used.
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Literature Circle Rubric

4

I read all of the assignment.
I completed my written assignment.
My Response Journal includes several responses to
questions, vocabulary words and quotes that I found
interesting or important.
I was eager to share and I contributed to the discussion
to keep it going.
I used good listening skills all of the time.
My work was neat.

3

I read most of the assigned reading.
I completed most of written assignment.
My Response Journal has a couple of responses and
a few vocabulary words and quotes.
I participated in the discussion.
I used good listening skills most of the time.

2

I read some of the assigned reading.
I did a little of the written assignment.
My response journal has some writing in it and one or
two vocabulary words.
I seldom participated in the discussion.
I was not prepared for the discussion.
I sometimes used good listening skills.

1

I did not do the reading assignment.
I was not prepared.
I did not do the writing assignment.
My response journal was empty or had very little
writing.
I did not bring my materials.
I did not use good listening skills.

0

I was so disruptive that I was asked to leave the room.
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Literature Circles are linked to these Washington State Essential Academic Learning
Requirements
This oroiect achieves this bv:
Listenina activelv
Noting questions on bookmarks
Askina auestions durina discussion
Stating opinions

Communication:
1.1 Focus attention
1.3 Check for understanding by asking
questions and oaraohrasina
2.1 Communicate clearly to a range of
audiences for different ourooses
2.2 Develop content and ideas
3.1-3.3 Use language to interact effectively
and responsibly with others; work
cooperatively in a group; seeks agreement
and solutions through discussion
4.1 Analyze and evaluate the effectiveness
of communication
Reading:
1.1 Use word recognition and word
meaning skills to read and comprehend
text
1.2 Buildina vocabularv throuah readina
1.4 Understand elements of literature

Building on others comments
Backina uo ideas with examples
Sharing response projects with good
speaking skills
Participating in discussion groups
Filling out rubrics during discussion groups
Participating in debriefing
Journal entries
Finding evidence to support points
Asking question about the text
Exoandina vocabularv
Understanding how authors use plot,
character, setting and tone
Drawing inferences about characters'
actions
Using background knowledge to
understand characters and events
Making connections to self, other books,
author and the world

2.1 Comprehend important ideas and
details
2.2 Expand comprehension by analyzing,
interpreting, and synthesizing information
and ideas
2.3 Think critically and analyze authors'
use of language, style, purpose, and
perspective
4.3 Develop interests and share reading
experiences

Comparing characters, events, and themes
across texts
Analyze and evaluate authors' craft
Support ideas with information for the
book, your own life or other books

Writina:
1.1 Develop concept and design
Choose own topic
Demonstrate elaboration through
examples, details, facts, and/or reasons,
etc.
1.2 Use style appropriate to the audience
and ouroose
2.1 Write for different audiences, including
self, teacher, or other personally know
audience

Choosing and sharing books
Choosing a topic or focus for journal
entries
Supporting ideas with information for the
book, your own life, or other books
Elaboratina bv usina details
Using figurative, descriptive language
Writing using different prompts in the
reflection journals
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2.2 Write for different purposes, including
to express ideas and to reflect on
exoeriences
2.3 Write in a variety of forms
4.1 Assess own strengths and needs for
improvement

Completing a variety of extension projects
Writing using different prompts in the
reflection iournals
Writing using different prompts in the
reflection iournals
Developing criteria for effective writing
Self-evaluating written-response
Settino coals for written-response
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Resources
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Name

---Date

-----

Period· - - - Illustration Reflection
Page Number _ _

Quote/Phrase:
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Name· - - - Date

----

Period· - - - -

Venn Diagram
Title/Author:
Character: - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

ME
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Name_ _ __
Date_ _ __
Period._ _ __

Story Map
Title and Author
Main or Supporting

Characters

Setting:
Where: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
When:

----------------------

ProbIem: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Events: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Solution: _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Theme/Moral:

-------------------------

P-52

Name_ _ __
Date_ _ _ __
Period _ _ __

Character Map

~-----~

/

Character

Character

Character
TITLE

Character
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CHAPTER FIVE

Summary
The purpose of this project was to combine literature circles and comprehension
strategies to gives students that are low-achieving readers the motivation and skills they
need to become successful readers. Materials that were already available were too
specialized and made students feel isolated from their peers. Literature circles provided
the motivation, but not the skills necessary to boost struggling readers skill levels.
Therefore, combining literature circles and comprehension strategies gave readers both
the motivation and skills they needed.
Conclusions
After reviewing the literature on this subject and implementing this project for a
year the author has made the following conclusions:
1. Students are more motivated when they have some choices and control over
their own learning.
2. Students need to read real literature, even in remedial reading programs.
3. Students can and should make connections to themselves, other texts, and the
world around them.
4. Discussions groups help students make these important connections.
5. Discussion groups not only help academic skills but also social skills that
middle school students are working on.
6. Discussion groups help students see more than one meaning in a text.
7. There is great benefit from students assessing themselves both academically
and behaviorally.
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8. Low-achieving readers need a reading program that is going to provide both
reading skills and motivation.
9. Combining comprehension strategies and literature circles provides lowachieving readers with the skills to become better readers and the motivation
to use them.
Recommendations

The author would recommend putting these methods into place for most
struggling middle school readers. It gives them a chance to do one of things that they like
and are good at, talk. It also helps them feel like they are reading the same material that
the other students in the school are reading. These plans are easily adaptable to fit most
schedules, reading levels and number of students served.
With minor adjustments to some of the reading strategies this project could be
transferred to most middle school language arts classrooms. The author's assignment will
be changed next year to sixth grade language arts, where she will be using this project
with mainstream and inclusion students. Future studies on this topic could include parent
involvement with reading at home, chatroom and email discussions with students from
other schools and the comparing students motivation and success with literature circles to
those in a pull-out reading program.
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